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Abstract
I know a number of extension broadcasters who believe that dispensing subject matter is the major
purpose for their radio programs.
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The Human Side of Radio*
Foster Mullenax

I

KNOW A NUMBER of extension broadcasters who believe that
dispensing su bject matter is the major purpose for their radio programs. Many o f my colleagues believe that ge tting the tape on the
air is ample proof that subject matter has been delivered to t hose
needing it. The attitude, "They air my stuff, that's enough," is
causing a lot of good broadcasters ' efforts to be wasted.
In fact, commercial broadcasters, except for radio farm directors, often plead ignorance to what extension programs should
b e like. They feel that extension people know best what to air.
Yet when asked to level with us- to j udge the AAACE contest
e ntries or to seriously discuss the best way to reach people on
their sta tion- th ey say extension programs are "cold with a general
lack of personal warmth." This is borne out by the judges of Class
X, Radio Features (regu lar feature) in the 1972 AAACE Critiq ue
and Awards Contest. Out o f 27 entries, only one earned a blue
ribbo n.
The judges were professional commercial broadcas ters. They
said, "There seemed to be a lack of drive, perhaps a lack of knowledge as to what co nsti tu tes good programming, and maybe lack of
time to properly program a rad io show. lnnovativeness a nd creativeness, for the most part, were lacking."
"Lack of drive" might well be due to a lot going out, but
no thing coming back. OUf programs may not be causing people to
talk about that university radio show they heard . The broadcaster
possibly never gets calls before breakfast, after supper, or even at
*This talk was presented by Mr.l\'Jullena:< at the 1972 AAACE meeting, Tucson, Ari·
zona. The title is taken from Agriscarch, April 19S6 ~ Research Report of National Pro·
ject in Agricultural Communications .

Published by New Prairie Press, 2017

1

Journal of Applied Communications, Vol. 56, Iss. 1 [1973], Art. 2

the office about some program he did. Letters, calls and even
telephone operators saying, "Oh! I know you, I've heard you on
the radio," can create some drive. He knows then that peop le are
listening.
What about the "lack of knowledge as to what constitutes good
programming." This gets right at the heart of what those who fight
for audiences and try to keep them have to say to us. I·Jere's where
a broadcaster's philosophy shows through. If you believe that sub·
ject matter can be cast out over the air waves without being humanized, your programs will at best be dull and uninteresting. To
interview the subject matter specialist is not necessarily the answer. Regardless of how articulate the specialist, too often it's
subject matter that is being dispensed. And the authority still is
not enough to cause a lot of people to listen to the message. In
spite of its value, the approach just sounds educational.
Th is is not to say that all subject matter intelViews should be
discontinued. Rathe r, as one extension broadcaster said, it's better
to have the specialist locate a good user of his subject matter who
can be interviewed in his place. Then instead of depending on
canned sound effects or having none at all, you're reco rding on the
spot where things are happening.
The successful extension broadcaster takes his listeners somewhere, for he goes with recorder out among the people. He looks
for interesting human stories that mean someth ing to a lot of
potential listeners. In fact, the broadcaste r who continually hustles
specialists into his radio stud io for interviews becomes so busy at
it he never can get out to know people for whom broadcasts are
intended.
Of course, if your major miss ion is to try to teach listeners, you
cannot possibly free yourself to go the route of humanized radio.
But if you believe that your mission first is to help people be
aware of problems and progress and that you have faith in the
many other methods in use to help people solve problems, you'll
only cut out as your task the job of doing everything possible to
cause listeners to feci good about you, your inst itution, and its
fine work . If you are concerned about causing people to be inter4
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cstcd in information that you are giving them, you mu st humanize
your programs_
The haunting question the extensio n broadcaster has to a nswer
daily is: Why am I doing this radio program? If the answer is that
it's to reach people, then how you package you r message is already
determined_ It must live and breathe to cause casual listeners to
hear it. For examp le, if you have determined that there is need to
do programs abou t corn, who arc you going to do them for? Is it
for corn producers needing the in formation? Is it information the
specialist thinks corn produccrs should have? Are there other
methods being used to get that information to the corn producers?
How can you get them to be sure to listen when it's broadcast?
Ho''''' can you get them to remember when they do li sten? And
possibly, how can you get them to talk about what they hear so
others who didn't listen will get the word? Corn producers just
may be so highly motivated they'll liste n to anyth ing on corn _ It's
their major source of income_
On the other hand corn producers possibly don't differ too
much from other normal human beings. They too are busy and
o ften li sten only casually. They can enjoy a lively musical number.
They have normal and even abnormal distractions like the rest of
liS . I'll bet you they know about Alka Sel tzer and, " I can't believe
I ate the whole thing." Why do th ey remember it? It's a humanized message. They didn't have a scien tist telling them they should
take Alka Seltzer to relieve their stomachs of the "whole thing."
They learned it from a nother ove reater, or another corn farmer.
All of this is to say that to humanize an information broadcast
may requ ire a trip to a cornfield where you say , " I' m here in an
80-acre corn field about three m iles north of Indianola. John
Corncob has planted this year's crop in sod- John, you didn't
p low the ground a nd with corn knee high, you still aren't cu ltivating. What made you decide to try the no-ti llage method? How do
you feel about the result? \-Vhat would you do differently next
time? Why?"
Any number of things cou ld embellish th is on-the-spot report.
You cou ld be doing the interview as yo u drive through the field in
your car or the farmer's pickup truck. Outside are the natura l field
JANUARY·MARCH 1973
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sounds- birds, insects, passing highway traffic, wind, planes overhead, farm equipment working nearby- sounds you and he ma ke
walking through the field, etc . This is showmanshi p , the real world
going on tape that very few other broadcasters have reason to get.
It makes your radio show stack a mile higher than most to create
interest. You have taken your listener somewhere and he enjoys it.
You humanized your radio program .
Second best is to credit real or imagined people with information on your show. For example, " I know a man who swore he'd
never chance his crop of corn by planting right in the sad." Or,
" I-larry Harper at Centerville tried no-tillage corn last year on only
five acres. This year he went entirely to no-tillage and planted 80
acres. "
There's no question when we look at \·vhy we're broadcasting- it
has to be to help people. And since people aren't just sitting
around with their ears perked up waiting for our message, we must
help them want to listen to us.
All broadcasters hope to communicate their message. I f we are
best known for presenting dull subject-matter shows, what are we
communicating?
If your approach to radio programming is to intervie\v the specialist, if you are not doing a number of around-the-state, on-thespot interviews or reports, then extension radio programming in
your state may tend to be dull and. not very interesting to listen
to. No other broadcasters have as much from which to pick and
choose as we do. And if you don't have time to go out for a
couple of days a month and get a half dozen good on-the-spot
tapes, you are indeed too busy grinding out subject matter repons .
The alert broadcaste r also records on the spot interviews over
the phone. Work with the subject matter specialist for story leads
and then go after them . You don't really need him alo ng, but
instead work with the county agents. You do have a mind of your
own about what's good programming on radio. Also you can be
more alert than most to \vhat audiences need in information and
motivation. Your programs should cause all the people in your
state to enjoy hearing them . You should not be satisfied with less .
A few days ago, I had lunch and a long discussion with two key
6
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men of the National Association of Broadcaste rs, Dr. Harold
Niven, vice-president, and Charles T. J ones, Jr. , d irecto r of rad io
in fo rmation. Both of these men have to be alert to con temporary
radio. They made some suggestions which I wallt to share with
you.
1. Be selective of the radio statioll in a particular coverage area.
2. Meet with statiOl! personneL- manager and program director.
3. Ta ilor your product (program) to their needs - lmgth, styLe,
etc.
4. Forget canned material (this is directed especially to counly
e:dension agents).
5. Be a member of the state broadcasters' associatioll.
In some states, extensioll radio spec ialists a rc assoc iate members
of the broadcasters' assoc iat ion. Prim arily it is the managers who
attend state meetings. I know a state association that makes appropriate awards to county extension broad casters . The state extension radio specialist works out de tai ls and ge ts the selectio ns made.
Another state has such dose relat io ns with its state associa ti on
that spec ial continuing education sessions for statio n managers
resulted. They covered such areas as determining community
needs, reaching low-income people and communicat ions management.
Most state associat ions have a newsletter for members. I know a
state extension radio specialist who never misses having something
in it. He d oesn't always try to promote some program but tries to
help keep broadcasters updated on results of radio research, new
app roaches to reach specific audiences, special even ts or opportunities for station personnel, serv ices avai lable to them, etc. And
even though I could no t vote in my state association's a nnual
elect io n of office rs, I reca ll being as ked to help distribute and
count ballots a nd report the results. Oh yes, broadcasters like to
have fun too. Th ey bring spouses to their meetings and they ellcourage you to bring yours.
Now to the task of selec ting what to broadcast. This ofte n finds
the extension broadcaster taking what is available and running
with it. Wouldn't it be fa r beller to do as some broadcasters do,
and use your radio programs to reflect the efforts of a n imaginary
JANUARY·~'I ARCII
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or real task force. This month it may mean that all or most progra ms will emphasize the environme nt, another mo nth on safety,
ano ther o n how research benefits our lives, or usi ng what you have
to ge t what you want, and eve n understand ing agric ulture.
When you take on a major mi ss io n you then will fin d ways to
enhance that thrust by every program you do. You can be the
judge on whether th e program fits the guidelines for the month.
You ca n give purpose to broadcas ting by mapping out what's to be
accomplished. Results could b e most encouraging. You no longer
wi ll be doing a set number of home econo mics, 4-1-1 , co mmunity
resource developm ent, a nd agriculture programs. You will be tai·
loring all programs to further the thrust for the mo nth. This gives
your radio p rograms a purp ose. You become a manager o f informat ion. Programs , if they arc huma nized, then, can have rea l impact.
Let's assume in planning sessions with each of your subject
maLler units it becomes clear that during the whole month o f J uly
extension in your state will feature safe ty . There is National Farm
Safety Week. July is when the accident rate is high and th ere will
be quite a bit written abou t safe ty during July . On radio what will
be the approach?
I know a state that used fil dio to pack a wallop for safe ty- o n
the farm and in the home . The radio sp ecialis t did some c hecking
with subjec t matter speciali sts to learn about accident victi ms who
lived to tell about it: a farmer who lost both feet in a co mbine
accident; a homemaker who su ffered a blood clot from the kick of
a cow; a 12·year-o ld boy who lo st an eye from flyin g me tal as he
hammered on the axle of his wagon; and a doc tor at a co un ty
hosp ita l who treated many rural acc ident victi ms. The resu lt- great
coopera tion fro m everyone.
Inte rviews were taped with the individuals where they Ih1ed.
Aft er havi ng them explain what reall y hap pened , the inte rviewer
as ked the big question . How could your accid ent have been avoided ? Th ey all had id eas . The doctor to ld of at least a doze n differ en t accide nts and took the interv iewer to the hospital beds of
ot her accident victims. One man, just three days befo re , had lost
an arm m a sawm ill accident. He sounded groggy from medicat ion
8
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but he said it on the air. If he had it to do over he knew how he

could have prevented the accident and saved his arm.
This was impact radio and it caused a lot of people to talk.
Hopefully it saved lives and helped prevent many accidents. Also,
it helped people to know and respect extension. This humanized
safety information. A big spinoff from the radio inte rviews was a
series of ne\vspaper stories. These were written from the tapes.
What I have discussed here is not intended to stop subjectmatter broadcasts. There are indeed many hard facts which can
and should be presented by the authority . However, it is hoped
that the extension radio specialist will take the lead to help deter·
mine what major areas of concern will be featured on radio. Once
this is determined his role is to seek out ways to humanize the
messages, make sure they suit the stations, and work continually
to keep in tune with station managers, or at larger stations, the
program director.
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